Developing Competencies
for a Global Workforce

By Janet Grogan, EquaTerra

that support a company’s mission, vision, and

values ensures high quality organizational learning
and development. However, establishing these competen-
cies for a global workforce is more complex. For many
U.S.-based firms, the development of competencies has
been first defined and managed within the U.S. and then
expanded globally via such programs as performance
management, managerial development or succession plan-
ning. Often missing is in-depth discussion about the appli-
cability of U.S.-developed competencies to a global
workforce where core competencies are understood
through a different cultural lens.

As a company expands its footprint globally or operates
businesses in a global environment, it wants to be able to
leverage its investment by developing and institutionaliz-
ing core competencies. Yet, the very nature of a global
workforce constrains the development of a single set of
competencies. Cultural differences filter how terminology
is understood and how behavior is adopted, all of which
affect development of standardized core competencies.

Much recent attention in managing a global business
has focused on developing leadership qualities that would
result in success. The ability to interact effectively with
people of different cultures is commonly addressed in
leadership development programs or through expatriate
assignments. But the actual competencies necessary for
successful management of a global workforce are not well
understood. Oftentimes companies do not know what
competencies to focus on in different countries and
cultures. Instead, they tend to assume diverse assignments
with cross-cultural experiences will result in better under-
standing and appropriate skills. As a company moves to
viewing its business as world-wide, not just regional, this
gap — full leadership understanding of different cultural
practices and the associated cross-cultural skills required
to support management — will emerge as critical in
successful global management.

Equally important is performance management and
development of an employee population in a global organ-
ization. Too often, employee competencies important to
organizational success are identified in the U.S. but
defined as relevant and achievable by employees every-
where. This may not be the case. Global performance
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needs to be based on identification, definition, and imple-
mentation of competencies that are germane to the entire
employee population.

So How are Global Competencies Identified?

Developing global competencies initially should follow
the best practice approach to general competency develop-
ment. That means first identifying the objectives of the
developmental program itself. All competency objectives
address issues of organizational consistency. Program
design and communication require some level of standardi-
zation to be effective and ensure the ability to measure
success. Yet, regional or cultural variations that identify and
define a competency in action diminish the ability to meet
this requirement. An overly standardized approach tends to
be more centric to the geography or geographies tasked with
developing the model. If organizational consistency is
primarily U.S. defined, a range of reactions can result within
the global organization, from misunderstanding of the
intended messaging to confusion about how to adopt it.
Organizations need to view global consistency differently.
Consistency may not mean using the same terms (even in
translation) or the same definitions for competency attrib-
utes. Instead, it may mean defining core dimensions that
represent success across the organization but work regional-
ly and are defined as locally relevant. The observable behav-
ioral indicators may be defined from many perspectives,
offering distinct definitions targeted for different cultures or
business applications.

The second step in developing global competencies is to
conduct a detailed global assessment of the current state
relative to the long-term business objectives that includes
the following questions: Which parts of the organization
are successful, and what underlying knowledge areas and
skills support that success? What factors are considered
most important to achieve desired results, and how do
these differ among locations but also among businesses
within the company? How do these success factors align
with the corporate values and goals? When this current
state analysis is validated with leaders across the organiza-
tion representing different business lines and cultures, it
serves as the foundation for developing the underlying
competency framework.

The third step examines assessment results, finding
common themes that underlie success. Critical here is
global involvement and representation in the analysis
since similar themes can result in varying interpretations
about underlying performance indicators. Too often
competency programs have been designed assuming the
developmental requirements defined in one region are
applicable throughout the company footprint. Several


http://www.ihrim.org

problems emerge with this assumption. Most obvious are
culture and language differences. Managerial styles and
employee skills vary across cultures. For example, U.S.
competencies are often viewed as existing skills or knowl-
edge the employee brings to the organization (or tasks)
that lead to successful performance. Other cultures,
however, view competencies as the result of actions on the
part of the employee to meet or exceed standards once in
the organization. Similarly, language affects the reaction to
the defined competency or even interpretation of it, just as
language filters how competency is defined or operational-
ized in observable behaviors leading to successful perform-
ance. The definitional focus needs to remain on attributes
such as observable actions, reactions, and verbal responses
since misunderstandings and cultural resistance more
often relate to competencies defined in terms of attitudes
or personality traits.

All these issues can be addressed first by ensuring
multi-location participation during competency develop-
ment to normalize the concepts and terms used locally
that will describe the underlying competency constructs,
behavioral examples or performance standards. Testing
the competency framework across the company further
helps identify commonalities of concept, which then can
be translated into a core set of competencies. This involve-
ment shows how sharing of valuable insights in different
parts of the organization can bring various approaches to
support the same business goals. When regions are
allowed to add attributes that represent success locally, the
program is more likely to have both personal and corpo-
rate relevance.

Also important is testing the model against the types of
knowledge and skills required to meet short- and long-
term business objectives. These requirements may legiti-
mately vary across the organization, based on the type of
work or business supported by a separate organizational
group. Since these differences may not be regional, but
instead divisional or product-related, developing compe-
tency models for a global organization means each compe-
tency may also be defined from additional perspectives
including business, product line, and local corporate
culture, e.g., acquired companies.

Once the framework (basically a set of attributes) has
been defined, consideration needs to be paid to implemen-
tation on a global basis. The Western-centric view assumes
that the driver of employee engagement in the develop-
ment process is the manager’s willingness and ability to
involve the employee in identification of improvement
areas and development options. But this assumption is
clearly not applicable to all cultures, underscoring the
need to continue engaging representation from the entire
workforce in program design beyond the level of compe-
tency development.

Ultimately, competency models are management tools.
So managers need to understand how to accurately
observe, diagnose, and target behaviors for further devel-

opment. To do this, they must be aware of the type of
behaviors that illustrate each competency for the specific
employee population they are addressing. That means
managers must be able to distinguish between observed
behaviors and their own cultural opinions, judgments and
generalizations.

The initial implementation of a competency-based devel-
opment program is typically managed as a project with
associated policies, communication plans, program tools,
processes and procedures. Once implemented, the program
needs to be easily integrated into new areas as the business
expands either through growth or acquisitions/mergers. A
model developed with an eye to global relevance is more
easily assimilated into new areas. It is also a model that
embeds procedures for confirming applicability in new
regions and for identifying any local distinctions. As areas
are integrated into the business, competencies also need to
be re-tested for the new population and can follow an abbre-
viated approach where the model is confirmed or amended
by members of the new group.

Competencies are relevant to the extent that they
communicate to the employee what is valuable to his or
her ultimate success in the organization. These success
factors must make sense to employees at all levels, both in
terms of how they relate to the business goals, as well as
how achievable they are, given the employee’s cultural
background. Communicating to the employee what is
important to his or her success and having those skills
appear achievable increases the ability to move from the
concepts in performance categories to concrete focus areas
for ongoing skill acquisition.

Individuals desiring success will seek ways to improve
their personal knowledge and skills whether or not they
intend to advance hierarchically. Thus, a final review of
competencies must ensure they are applicable to a global
workforce at all levels of the organization regardless of
whether the employee’s own role is a global one. Of
course, culture is an influence here. But other influences
such as legislation, unions, work councils, local customs,
and type of work roles also determine how employees view
the relevance of competency development to their careers.
All need to be considered in developing the competency
program model.

Summary

As companies increasingly operate on a global basis,
they examine identification of knowledge and skills that
are key to business success as applicable across the organi-
zation. Specifically, companies are moving from a focus on
developing the ability merely to manage a global workforce
toward identification of more inclusive performance
competencies that can be developed within a global work-
force. With some additional factors considered, the exist-
ing methodology for competency development can be
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7. We all like color and pictures, which makes it fun.

We should be steering our organizations to understand
how SN can be utilized for success of the company and its
employees. After all, the employees are already using the
technology, so why not go find them where they are.
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adapted to creation of relevant global competencies.
Obvious issues such as culture and language need to be
considered. Additional factors such as need for consistency
and relevance to the employee population are also impor-
tant. Beginning with a detailed assessment of what under-
lying skills and knowledge result in current state success is
necessary both to design the future state model, as well as
to create appropriate plans for communication and imple-
mentation. Ensuring representation among relevant
constituencies in competency model development and
attribute definition ensures adoption and the desired
performance improvement. Even when the underlying
dimensions of competency are consistent on a global basis,
the way they are described and defined most likely will
need to vary to ensure relevancy in a specific geography or
business application.
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